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General Area of Study

When one sees a master musician performing they may have the thought that the

musician “makes it look easy.” As a violinist since age 4, I can assure you that there is nothing

“easy” about virtuosity (at least not as meant by the previous example) as it requires a lifetime of

dedication and practice. Yet, sometimes it seems as if musicians aren’t even aware of what they

are doing and that maybe the energy and skill is coming from somewhere beyond. It often looks

as if they are daydreaming or some may even say that they are possessed by a higher power. For

example when Nicolo Paganini mystified audiences with his virtuosity people almost killed him

saying the only way he could be that amazing would be to have been possessed by the devil

himself. So, how does the master musician appear to be exercising impossible gymnastics

sometimes without even blinking of flinching or exerting massive amounts of effort? How,

contrary to what they thought about Paganini, can a mere mortal do this without conjuring spirits

from the depths of hell?

Within our minds there is a metaphysical state of higher functionality that can be awoken

and it has often been explained through religious avenues. This philosophical concept has been

studied since the ancient times of Lao Tzu and has existed (even if not understood) since the

beginning of mankind. There is a vast body of research on this subject but there are gaps in how

the metaphysical state itself can be nurtured, utilized and maintained while providing a sense of

calm and ease in doing anything from everyday tasks to musical virtuosity. The general area in

which this study will be located is in the philosophy of the body, the physiology involved with

playing a musical instrument and the metaphysical and psychological state that we will refer to

as the “space between.” This work will not just focus on the philosophical concepts but also on
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actual practice methods and ways of utilizing the body to train (in any skill) to the maximum

potential and efficiency.

Previous Work Leading to Relevance

One of the previous works in this area that has led to these questions is something known

as the Alexander technique. According to “The Alexander Technique and musicians: a

systematic review of controlled trials” by Sabine D Klein the Alexander Technique (AT) is “a

psycho-physical method that helps to release unnecessary muscle tension and re-educates

non-beneficial movement patterns through intentional inhibition of unwanted habitual

behaviours” (1). I learned about the Alexander Technique due to my own development of a

neurological disorder called focal dystonia. This movement disorder, Dystonia, is defined by

Mayo Clinic as “a movement disorder in which your muscles contract involuntarily, causing

repetitive or twisting movements.” One of the treatments that was initially recommend for me

was the Alexander Technique so I have experienced it first hand, trained in it and experimented

with it. Upon years of retraining and practice I was seeing results in what medical doctors had

originally deemed impossible. I was showing signs that I had successfully rewired my

neurological misfiring that was causing the debilitating tremor. I believe this was in part due to

the Alexander technique. But, it is as much accredited to the Alexander Technique as it is to a

complete overhaul of my mental approach to the link between psychology and physicality

through the “space between.”

This discovery and development led to research and making connections about the

metaphysical place that had caused a physical change in my neurological system through years
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of retraining. The majority of research that existed varied from ancient philosophy on body

movement to modern analysis of ancient ideas. For example, Lao Tzu discusses “wu wei” or

“unattached action” as an approach to free ourselves from mental clutter and a method of

understanding the motion of the body at its core. Bringing it to the modern age, Jose Luis

Stevens discusses reconnecting with our “inner shaman” which, to him, is a bridge between the

physical and metaphysical. The idea of this “space between” is nothing new throughout history.

Many of the disciplines involved with playing an instrument like the violin share parallels with

the ancient ideas of “the zone” or “space between.” What does lack though are studies of

application as it relates to the mobility struggles of everyday life that are current and relevant. In

short, not everyone can see the parallels between the Alexander technique, ancient Chinese

philosophy and the pain in their shoulder that they experience while raking the leaves.

The monotonous tasks and busy nature of life have led our minds and bodies to be in a

state of disconnect. Billions of dollars are spent on quick fixes, retreats, gimmicks, etc. that

promise peace and harmony. Yet as is human nature, we have over complicated the problem as

well as the solution. Our programming often ignores the simple answers and leads us to want to

invent, take action and “fix it.” Maybe the issue is simply that we do too much. Maybe we aren’t

broken, but just a bit cluttered, tired and overclocked like an old hard drive. The Alexander

technique begins to address this by taking a comprehensive look at physical disorders that arise

in musicians through misuse and offers a method of retraining of the body. Yet, it leaves the

study at that. I believe that there is a need for research in which this retraining method can be

extrapolated to the daily tasks that often lead to similar instances of misuse like those that often

happen to musicians. This body of research is largely untouched as it appears that researchers

either focus on ordinary issues or specific issues. Here, we will extrapolate the mental and
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physical aspects of body control of musicians onto the ordinary tasks we all engage in every day.

The intention of this study would be to bridge the gaps in research to make them more accessible

for the casual reader going through a more ordinary experience of misuse and physical stress.

As a violin and guitar teacher and having studied and practiced the Alexander Technique

myself I have become aware of the physical and metaphysical power we contain that can be

harnessed and nurtured and how it can be carried over to any regular task. There is a need for

such a project to reevaluate historical explanations of the “space between,” discuss its usefulness

in music as well as in any activity and different ways to develop access to it and incorporate a

practice that could potentially alleviate mental and physical pain.

Specific Research Questions

This study will take a discursive approach that draws upon scientific, musical, cultural

and philosophical research. Therefore, the questions will address points within these fields and

will be answered through the connection of previously unrelated sources.

● Can we be “in the zone” like a performing master musician while doing anything from

daily tasks to basically everything?

● How can this “zone,” or this “space between” be pinpointed, understood and eventually

harnessed and controlled in regular activities without the superficial intensity of

performing music?

● Where does this metaphysical place originate from and why is it more easily accessed

during the art of playing music?
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● How has our understanding of this “space between” transformed from our tribal roots to

our classically refined senses of today?

● What are the cross cultural similarities that may validate the existence of such a

phenomenon?

Rationale for Investigation

There is a great deal of validity in this investigation because physical ailments and mental

clutter and inefficiency are problems that plague all of human kind. This is especially true in the

modern age where it is normal to spend most of the day indoors in front of a screen. Carpal

tunnel syndrome is a perfect example of a common preventable symptom of misuse. If people

could learn to use their body with grace and artfulness like a truly trained musician they could

alleviate some of their chronic issues. Along with this, a mental shift in perspective should

always be welcomed as there is always room for improvement. As these ideas have been around

since ancient times a revamp of their modern day relevancy could benefit the general public.

Also, making connections between the Alexander Technique, shamanism, ancient philosophy

and the modern world will further connect the present day to the research and relevant

conversations of the past.

Methods

I will utilize my own experience with the Alexander Technique as well as its principles as

the foundation of my research. The majority of my research will be of a qualitative nature as I

will focus on discussing the concepts related to body control and the metaphysical place that has

a special effect on our movement.
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My main method for collecting primary data would be what Walliman calls “immersing

oneself in a situation.” Immersion is the best method for my research because through teaching

private violin and guitar students I have years of data collected. I have been using this data as the

basis for my research and when combined with secondary data from outside sources it can create

a compelling argument. Secondary sources like cultural texts, personal accounts and interviews

with musicians would be relevant as a way to open up my immersive data to have a broader

relevance. But, the main focus of immersion for data collection would allow me use personal

narrative alongside scholarly research to create my argument.

Most of the time that has been required to collect the data has already been done. As I

mentioned, I have been collecting data on this subject for years through the cultivation of my

music education method with private students on both the violin and guitar. Therefore, the main

time requirement now is comparing my data to data that has already been presented in books,

articles and ethnographic accounts.

Some of the theoretical constructs that will come into play are potential and liminality. A

great deal of this work will be discussing what is called the “space between” which itself is a

theoretical construct. It deals with perceived potential, possibilities and comes from a mental

place that is intangible. Therefore, stemming from a philosophical perspective in order to analyze

the theoretical constructs that present themselves will be the preferred perspective. My

immersive data and philosophical explanations of liminality will then be compared against

primary and secondary sources compiled by others who address this topic but do not expand

upon it in the same direction I will be taking.
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Significance

When completed, this work will have contributed a new bridge between the discipline

and art of playing a musical instrument and simple (yet complex) physical movements of

everyday life. Also, it will have discussed, named and made parallels of the extensively studied

metaphysical place known by many names (the zone, space between, minds eye, etc.) and its

relation to the simple motions and tasks we attempt to do regularly. It might sound ordinary but if

you take a moment to move yourself from your current location to anywhere else you may (or

may not) feel the subtleties being discussed here and that will be further brought to light in the

main work. If yes, then you can see that this research is absolutely helpful from a philosophical

perspective of what it means to be human right down to the most minute aspect of individual use

cases (picking up a pencil and writing without pain for an hour is similar to the body control

required to play a lengthy violin concerto). If no, then I would highly consider taking a look at

these findings to figure out if you are either A. a natural master with absolute control of your

body and no pain whatsoever or B. the one who needs the most assistance due to an inability to

identify its existence, a detachment from the self if you will. The goal is to rethink our approach

to motion and our potential in controlling our minds capabilities when coincided with physical

motions that sometimes, like in the case of Paganini can seem so impossible it has to be the work

of the devil. Maybe, these ideas are not as black and white as some may think and can be studied

and compared against black and white research to uncover new conclusions, methods and

perspectives that may benefit ordinary people in the future who are not virtuosos but just would

like to not feel out of alignment when brushing their teeth or vacuuming.
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